Navigators in Social Service Delivery Settings: A
Review of the Literature with Relevance to

Workforce Development Programs

SUMMARY

In 2021, the Chief Evaluation Office (CEO) partnered with the Employment and Training
Administration (ETA) to fund contractor Manhattan Strategy Group to conduct the
Navigators in Social Service Delivery Settings: A Review of the Literature with
Relevance to Workforce Development Programs. The literature review aims to examine
the roles and activities of navigator programs in workforce development and related
fields as well as the outcomes and impacts of such programs. To address these goals,
researchers identified and reviewed relevant literature published between 2010 and
2021. They also reviewed the bibliographic references of the identified articles for
additional materials.

Service navigators provide information about supports and services within complex
systems to help individuals or families navigate them. Navigators may offer possible
solutions to program access challenges by coordinating services, increasing knowledge
via education, and even promoting systems change efforts that reduce barriers to
access and make service delivery more welcoming to targeted populations. The use of
navigators emerged in patient care in the early 1990s and has since expanded to
workforce development, education, and social services programs.

This Department of Labor-funded study was a result of the Department’s research
priorities for the upcoming year. It contributes to the labor evidence-base to inform
employment and training-related programs and policies and addresses Departmental
strategic goals and priorities.

Key Takeaways

e Navigators serve both recipient-facing and system-facing roles, depending
on the specific program. Recipient-facing activities incorporate a wide variety of
direct service functions, including making referrals, coaching recipients, and
providing case manager services. System-facing activities are internal to the
program, including addressing policies and procedures that could create barriers
for users, cultivating closer and more effective inter-system partnerships, leading
teams, and providing capacity development and knowledge to those who perform
the service delivery.

e Navigator activities can be grouped into seven areas: recruitment and
uptake, engagement, direct service, referral and direction, partner and system
coordination, policy and procedural improvement, and capacity building. Each
program described in the review emphasized a different combination of these
roles and responsibilities for its navigators.

e Five causal studies included in the reviewindicated that programs offering
navigator support had mixed to positive impacts on participant outcomes.
In postsecondary education, participants receiving navigator services and more
direct contact with their navigators had higher semester-to-semester persistence
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and higher weighted grade point averages. In workforce programs, navigator
services were associated with higher employment rates, and higher likelihood of
receiving federal disability benefit but had limited or no impact on earnings or
housing stability. These five studies all examined navigator programs, which
often included other resources and support in addition to navigator services.
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CEO sponsors independent evaluations and research conducted by external third-party contractors in
accordance with the established Department of Labor Evaluation Policy. The resulting reports represent
findings from the independent research and do not represent DOL positions or policies. Reports are
reviewed by academic peers (e.g., Technical Working Groups), relevant DOL agency and program
officials, and CEO technical staff. Other outside technical reviews are conducted as needed. Most studies
are multi-year and may have multiple reports. All evaluations undergo extensive technical review at the
design, data collection and analysis stage, and OMB review and approval of data collection per the
Papenwork Reduction Act (PRA). Final reports undergo an additional independent expert technical
review. Once all technical and subject matter reviews have been completed and the evaluators have
responded to reviewer comments, the contractor finalizes the report, including preparing it to meet all
Section 508 compliance requirements as appropriate. Many projects also have short policy briefs that
summarize the main findings. All reports contain appropriate legal disclaimers, as specified in contractual
provisions. Some reports address critical or priority programs or issues, in which case an internal briefing
is conducted for Departmental leadership at least one week before release.
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